Reviews

Women and the Practice of Medical Care in Early Modern
Leigh Whaley' s survey of women and medicine in early modern Europe provides a sorely needed overview of the many and varied aspects of women' s relationship to healing. While there are isolated regional studies, most notably Susan Broomhall' s Women's Medical Work in Early Modern France (2004), Whaley' s book provides the first comparative and general work, and for that reason alone it is a commendable effort. Certainly, Whaley gives the reader an excellent sense of the breadth of women' s role as healers. Unfortunately, the book also has a number of problems that prevent it from being a decisive work on the subject.
Whaley' s goal, as she states in the brief introduction, is to present a synthetic introduction to women' s contributions to medicine and the challenges they faced; her emphasis is on women' s exclusion from "formal medicine" (3). Geographically, the book focuses on France, Spain, Italy, and England. It mainly stays within the time period 1400-1800, although the first chapter considers medieval precedents that are occasionally referenced throughout. For the most part, the book is organized thematically by chapter and then chronologically within each chapter. It begins with an examination of the intellectual, social, and cultural contexts of women healers in chapters covering medical regulations and their impact on women, ideas about women healers, and medical works written by and for women. The book then surveys a range of female medical practitioners: midwives, nurses, unlicensed or "irregular" practitioners, and domestic caregivers and Reviews apothecaries. The work ends with a chapter on wise-women, witchcraft, and popular medicine.
Both the strengths and weaknesses of Women and the Practice of Medical Care lie in its breadth. Women were involved in nearly every area of medical practice in early modern Europe, and Whaley' s book gives the reader a sense of that diffusion. She draws on rich primary research in manuscripts and early printed books to show both the variety of attitudes towards women healers and the myriad ways in which they operated. Whaley admirably addresses the regional variations throughout Europe, as well as the importance of religious contexts (particularly in Catholic regions). The book presents an enormous amount of information.
Unfortunately, this massive undertaking suffers from a lack of cohesion. Whaley incorporates so much information that the book jumps from one topic to the next with no overarching narratives. This problem is compounded by the prose, which is often confusing and sometimes contradictory. In the opening paragraphs, for example, Whaley explains that she is adopting a definition of "medicine" that includes any type of healing practice, but she then asserts that women were "shut out" and "excluded" from "medicine" after the foundation of the medieval universities (1). In the chapter on medieval medicine, she repeatedly refers to the thirteenth-century healer Trota of Salerno as the author of a work on women' s ailments known as The Trotula, even though she ends the section with Monica Green' s findings that Trota did not actually write the bulk of The Trotula (11-12). Similarly, her claim at the beginning of the chapter on "irregular" healers that women practitioners were marginalized by physicians is followed by a long description of the centrality of unlicensed women healers and their increasing numbers in the early modern period. The book would have benefitted from more careful editing to iron out such inconsistencies.
These contradictions are partially a result of Whaley' s focus on the exclusion and oppression of women healers, an approach that is frequently lacking in nuance. Her interpretation of early modern sources is often heavy-handed and overly literal. In her chapter on midwifery, for example, she declares conclusively that midwives performed abortions, but her only evidence for this statement is a court case in which a midwife was condemned to death for the crime (92-93). Whaley herself notes that the Reviews conviction occurred despite a lack of proof, but she does not differentiate between accusation and fact. Similarly, she relates the negative characterization of midwives in Rabelais' s Gargantua without mentioning that the work is a fictional satire (105). Overall, she trusts her historical sources too much, particularly texts conveying negative views of women, without giving the reader a sense of the social and cultural context in which these sources were produced.
Assimilating more recent historiography on gender and healing would have helped Women and the Practice of Medical Care immensely. Most of Whaley' s discussion of Trota of Salerno, cited above, is drawn from outdated studies rather than Green' s definitive scholarship on the topic, and that problem is endemic throughout the book. Works by Katharine Park, Mary Fissell, Elaine Leong, Deborah Harkness, and myself relate very different notions about women and healing than Whaley presents; these are not cited. Her chapter on domestic medicine does not incorporate the massive new literature on medical recipes, and it makes the astounding statement that the healing activities of upper-class Englishwomen have "largely been ignored by scholars" (144), despite an impressive literature on the topic in the last twenty years. Even when she does reference recent literature, Whaley frequently does not incorporate the authors' arguments. Her chapter on midwifery cites Doreen Evendon' s masterful study of midwifery in London in a general footnote, but she makes statements that run directly counter to Evendon' s main findings. Similarly, she mentions the special issue of the Bulletin of the History of Medicine edited by Mary Fissell on women' s health and healing (2008), but she does not integrate the volume' s content into her work, and she does not cite Fissell' s introduction or any of the individual contributions. As a result, the picture of women healers presented in the book is already out of date.
Women and the Practice of Medicine is the only overview to date on the topic of women' s healing in early modern Europe, and the sheer amount of information contained in the book makes it a useful resource despite its flaws. Whaley nicely demonstrates the variety, breadth, and dynamism of women' s healing through several centuries.
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